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Rule by Virtue: 

Jiang Zemin’s New Moral Order for the Party

Zheng Yongnian & Lai Hongyi

A New Moral Order

4.1 In February 2000, Jiang Zemin raised a new concept of “three representatives” (sange daibiao), when he visited Guangdong.  According to this concept, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) represents the most advanced mode of production, the most advanced culture, and the interests of the majority of the people.
  

4.2 A year later, on January 11, 2001, at a meeting with leading officials in charge of the propaganda, Jiang highlighted the concept of the rule by virtue (dezhi), which he had raised earlier.   It thus seems that Jiang wanted the CCP to govern the country by combining the rule of law (fazhi) with the rule by virtue.  According to Jiang, the CCP has to put its priority on establishing the rule of law, nevertheless, it is not in conflict with the rule of virtue; instead, the rule by virtue will greatly enhance the rule of law.

4.3 Even though Jiang Zemin did not explain his theory of the rule by virtue, his claim has already caused a stir among different groups in China.  Many have speculated that Jiang was trying to revive old Confucian teaching to unify the populace who may have become disillusioned with communism and are indulging in Western individualism.   Soon after Jiang’s talk, the CCP propaganda machines made enormous efforts to spread the concept of the rule by virtue among Party cadres and government officials.  On February 1, 2001, People’s Daily, the Party’s mouthpiece, published an editorial, calling for the Party to build up the rule by virtue along with the development of the rule of law in developing the market economy.
  

4.4 The rule by virtue belongs to the Chinese Confucian tradition.  According to this tradition, a ruler has to be educated in Confucian virtues before he can be a legitimate ruler of the country and people.  The rule by law, on the other hand, is favored by the legalists.  Because human nature was characterized by evil, a strong legal system had to be established so that the people can be deterred from doing evil.  In reality, Chinese emperors used to govern by combining both the rule by law and the rule by virtue.  

4.5 What does Jiang Zemin try to achieve by reviving the concept of the rule by virtue?  According to Liu Ji, a senior aide to Jiang and former deputy chairman of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, China should draw on its 5,000-year civilization to guide its use of moral values and to complement legal measures in governing the country.  It is unhealthy for the country to be solely governed by law, and law has to be complemented by moral values, human feelings and family concerns.  Liu argued that individualism, if expanded beyond control, would become a cancer to society; and that China should not repeat the mistakes made by the West, and communitarianism, not individualism, is more suitable for China.

4.6 The rule by virtue has been controversial for centuries.  Why did Jiang Zemin raise this concept in a time of power transition?  Does Jiang Zemin really believe in Confucianism?  Does the CCP want to revive the Confucianism that it tried to destroy for many decades?
  Will this give rise to a distinctively China vision of socialism, i.e., Confucian socialism?  Simply put, what is the political rationale for Jiang’s new emphasis on virtue?

Ideological Decline and Moral Crisis

4.1 In calling for the rule by virtue, Jiang tried to revive the declining ideology of the CCP and cope with a severe moral crisis resulting from its ideological decline.  For the CCP, ideology is one of its two pillars, the other being organization.  Ideology helped the CCP to govern the country by clarifying the Party’s mission, justifying the Party’s control and policies, providing Party cadres a sense of party identity and guidance in implementing policies, and aiding Party leaders to shape the mind and behavior of Party members and political activists.

4.2 In Mao’s China, official ideology consisted of Maoism and orthodox Marxist denunciations of capitalism.  Maoism emphasized political correctness and public ownership.  Orthodox Marxism upheld economic planning and public ownership, and rejected capitalism and private ownership.  What Mao Zedong got was tight political control, but a backward economy.  

4.3 After Deng Xiaoping came back to power in the late 1970s, the decline of Maoist ideology was inevitable.  Guided by pragmatism, Deng downplayed the role of ideology, weakened the ideological controls of Maoism and orthodox Marxism, and encouraged officials and the people to experiment with reform initiatives.  In 1978, he oversaw an ideological movement that refuted Maoism and installed practice, i.e., empirical results, as a criterion to test truth.  This was the so-called first wave of mind-emancipation, which undergirded China’s economic reform in the 1980s.

4.4 In the aftermath of the 1989 crackdown on the pro-democracy movement, China was caught in a heated debate about whether the country’s development should be capitalistic or socialistic.  Economic growth was again constrained by the revival of leftist ideology.  With slower economic growth, aggravated by economic sanctions imposed by the West, the leadership encountered serious crises.

4.5 In response, the 88-years old Deng Xiaoping took a high-profile tour to southern China, i.e., his celebrate nanxun, and initiated a second wave of mind-emancipation.
  Deng put an end to Mr. Zi vs Mr. She (capitalism vs. socialism) debate.  In order to achieve rapid economic development without being bogged down by ideology, Deng proposed the “no-debate” policy in order for the Party to focus on economic reform, which was accepted by the top leadership.   

4.6 Deng’s de-ideologization in the 1980s and the 1990s greatly boosted economic development.  First, the Party, cadres and the population were free to explore reform path and embrace the market economy.  Despite several policy setbacks, including the Tiananmen event, reformists eventually triumphed over conservatives in the Party in the early 1990s.  Second, without a public forum, orthodox and liberal ideologies lost their wide appeal.  The CCP was freed of any immediate ideological challenge.

4.7 Nevertheless, de-ideologization has also affected the Party and the country negatively.  First of all, many Party members no longer accept the ideological mission of the Party as the vanguard of the working classes.  Instead, they embrace a variety of alternative ideologies.  The predominant ones are materialism, old and new leftism, Western liberalism, nationalism, religions, and cults.

4.8 The old leftists worry that the decline of the share of state firms in economic output would weaken the CCP leadership; the new leftists, on the other hand, are concerned with the rise of bureaucratic capitalism, and demand political democracy in the form of Mao’s mass participation and redistribution of wealth to achieve social justice.
  The liberals support a multi-party system and inter-party competition.

4.9 Cults, such as Falun Gong, preach about doomsday and the need to faithfully follow mystic and even obsessive self-cultivation.  Despite the Party prohibiting Party members from believing in religions, which it views as a spiritual opium, seven percent of regular members and 46 percent of the leading organizers of the cultist movement Falun Gong in Shandong Province in the 1990s were Party members.
  After the official ban on the cultist Buddhist movement in July 1999, ideological cleansing of the Party became especially urgent.

4.10 Second, without an ideological tool, the Party’s control of its members has been weakened, and abuse of power and corruption by Party cadres have grown to an alarming extent, severely undermining the Party’s legitimacy. While abuse of power is reflected in the tyrannizing of the populace, official corruption ranges from accepting monetary bribes or sexual favors to embezzlement and misappropriation of official funds.  

4.11 In 1995, the year when Jiang started his ideological revival, the procuratorial organ in China investigated 2,153 county level and above officials for possible corruption crimes, up 27 percent from the previous year.  This constituted the largest increase since the CCP came to power.
  In the same year, Chen Xitong and Wang Bosen, the Mayor and Vice Mayor of Beijing, were under investigation for corruption.  Wang committed suicide, and Chen was later sentenced to jail terms.
  By the late 1990s, the situation had worsened.  Corruption had infected officials from the very top to the lowest levels, and the amount of money involved had soared from millions to billions of yuan.  In addition, the forms of corruption had diversified and extended to bribes for promotion, sales of offices, promises of promotion in exchange for subordinates’ support, exaggeration of performance, and deceiving the Party officials investigating corruption.

4.12 Third, without an ideology, the Party could no longer provide spiritual guidance for the population.  Ideological decay and official moral laxity took their toll on the professional and business ethics, resulting in shoddy and deadly products (such as poisonous wine), deceitful financial schemes, and airing of favorable news for monetary rewards.

4.13 Fourth, the Party had encountered growing difficulties to represent its traditional constituents as well as new classes.  As the moral standing of the Party cadres deteriorates, the Party is losing its influence among its traditional constituents, namely, workers and peasants.  In recent years, new elites, including white-collar professionals at the non-state firms, private entrepreneurs, and pop artists, have emerged.  However, according to its orthodox mission, the Party should be a vanguard of the workers and peasants, and the new elites could not join the Party.  Thus, the Party also cannot influence and control the new elites.

4.14 How should the Party cope with the fallout arising from the ideological decline?  There is no consensus among top leaders.  But certainly, they have all searched for solutions.  Prior to the Fifteenth Congress of the CCP in 1997, Qiao Shi had proposed the rule of law and political transparency, which soon gained popularity within the Party.  In 1994, during the Second Session of the Eighth National People’s Congress (NPC), 54 intellectual dissidents from Shanghai had called on the NPC to speed up political reform.  

4.15 Qiao Shi, the head of the legislature, stressed on democratic politics at his concluding speech at the session.
  At the closing ceremony of the annual session of the NPC in March 1996, Qiao Shi formally proposed to “rule the country in accordance with law, and build a legally institutionalized socialist country.”  In an interview with a U.S. columnist in December 1996, Qiao Shi stated that though the NPC worked under the Party’s leadership, all Party members needed to abide by the laws passed by the NPC.
  For Qiao Shi, many of the problems that the Party had encountered resulted from the fact that the Party had stood above the law, and in order to govern the country effectively, the Party itself had to first obey the law.  

4.16 In 1995, Li Ruihuan, the chairman of the conference of satellite parties, stated plainly in his concluding speech at the Third Session of the Eighth Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) that the CCP should confront popular discontent and any defects in its work.
  In 1996, Li pushed the satellite parties to provide the CCP practical help and consultation.
  

4.17 Both Qiao and Li had served longer in the Political Bureau than Jiang, and were regarded as potential challengers to Jiang.  Their calls for moderate political reforms would not only strengthen the institutions they headed, but would also diminish the power of Jiang.  To respond to a crippled ideology, and to thwart off challenges from other leaders, Jiang Zemin had to take new initiatives.

Reviving Moral Order by Reconstructing Ideology

4.1 Jiang has made numerous attempts to strengthen his leadership and weaken his political rivals on the one hand, and to combat the above problems and resurrect the Party, on the other.  Among others, appealing to ideology and moral values has become the single most important means for Jiang to achieve his goal.  Nevertheless, Jiang Zemin did not always get his way; he proceeded by trial and error. 

From “Talking about Politics” to “Three Talks”

4.2 In 1995, Jiang initiated the new concept “talking about politics” (jiang zhengzhi) in response to Qiao Shi’s concept of the rule of law.  In a meeting before the coming Fifth Plenum of the Fourteenth Party Congress in September 1995, Jiang asked senior officials, including provincial Party secretaries, governors, ministers, members of the CCP Central Committee, and members of the Political Bureau, to talk about politics.  Jiang called on them to keep a sober mind over political direction and to exercise political discipline, discretion, and sensitivity.  Jiang reminded them not to deviate from the Party’s aim of serving the people, and requested them not to attend night clubs and ballrooms.  Jiang declared that the Party should concentrate on both economic and ideological work concurrently.
  This “talk-about-politics” speech appeared as the headlines on the government-run newspapers and Party journals in January 1996, and attracted much attention.
  

4.3 In March 1996, Jiang again urged the leading cadres to talk about (or stress) politics, virtue, and political studies, termed “three talks” (sanjiang).  Jiang criticized the single-minded focus on economic construction.  He also dispelled the misunderstanding of his talk-about-politics call by declaring that three talks was designed to support, rather than replace, modernization as the core of the Party’s politics.  Jiang’s “three-talks” speech was published on Qiu Shi, the Party flagship organ, and it set the tone for ideological work for the Party until 1999.

4.4 By launching the “talk-politics” and “three-talks” campaigns, Jiang managed to consolidate his authority among the senior Party cadres and the military.  As military newspapers took the lead in popularizing the “three-talks” campaign, Jiang’s position within the military appeared to be established.  Nevertheless, middle- and low-level Party cadres viewed Jiang’s “talk-politics” and “three-talks” as outdated Mao-style slogans, and were not enthusiastic about them.  While acknowledging Jiang’s leading role in formulating the Party’s ideology, few senior officials took up his ideas. 

From “Three Representatives” to “Rule of Law-cum-virtue”

4.5 On his tour to Guangdong in February 2000, Jiang proposed that the CCP should represent the most advanced mode of production, the most advanced culture, and the interests of the majority of the people.  He asked Party members and leading cadres to use these “three representatives” to guide their thought and behavior.  While conceding there were many problems plaguing the Party members’ thought, organization, and work style, Jiang called on the Party committees at various levels to rebuild the Party.  

4.6 In his speech, Jiang also began to assert that the rule by virtue and the rule of law should be implemented in building up the Party’s ethos and honest politics.  By emphasizing the rule by virtue, Jiang wanted to indoctrinate the Party members and cadres with a set of proper work styles, such as working hard and in a down-to-earth manner, living plainly, maintaining a good reputation, sacrificing self-interests for the public, and serving the people.  Through virtue education, Jiang hoped to improve the political quality and spirit of the cadres and minimize the occurrence of violation of law and Party disciplines.   By the rule of law, Jiang meant reducing legal loopholes, punishing criminals and violators of the Party’s rule, and thereby educating the Party members and the populace of the “right” norms.
  Thus, Jiang has stressed on the rule by law in interpreting the rule of law.

4.7 Jiang has increasingly focused on the rule by virtue.  At a talk with heads of the country’s propaganda departments in January 2001, Jiang reaffirmed and explained in detail his notion of the rule by both virtue and of law.  Jiang stated that the Party, in the course of building a socialist market economy, should strengthen the construction of both a socialist legal system and socialist morality.  He argued that the rule of law and the rule by virtue complemented each other, should receive equal attention, and should be integrated.

4.8 Jiang has three objectives in his drive for “three representatives.”  First, as noted above, Jiang’s “talk-about-politics” and “three-talks” had met with a cold reaction from the Party members and local cadres.  This suggests that simply taking up traditional ideological tools and concepts would not work.  “Three representatives” can be seen as the fruit of Jiang’s search for a new formulation of the Party’s ideology.  

4.9 Second, as power is going to be passed from the third-generation to the fourth-generation leaders in 2002, Jiang apparently tries to inject his ideas into the Party’s platform and instill them in the minds of the new leaders.

4.10 Finally, Jiang wants to establish his political legacy by proposing his theory regarding the role of the CCP and Party building under new conditions-- a theory that can be comparable to Deng’s theory of building socialism with Chinese characteristics.

Towards A Confucian Socialism?

4.1 “Rule of law”, “three representatives,” “rule by virtue”-- all these concepts have guided Jiang’s political actions since the passing of China’s last strong political man Deng Xiaoping.   By appealing to a new moral order, Jiang has succeeded in part in reviving ideology, but he has also met with greater difficulties. All these concepts provide a much-needed ideological, economic, and political platform for the Party, and do help to reconcile the anti-corruption campaign and Party building with economic reform.

4.2 Jiang, however, has once again raised a crucial and contemporary issue, namely, the relationship among the rule of law, the rule by law, and the rule by virtue.  While Westerners stress the rule of law, Asians have traditionally emphasized the rule by law and the rule by virtue.  The rule of law means that, first, laws must be applicable to every individual in a given society; second, the rulers must follow the laws as the ruled do, and third, the rulers should govern in a predictable, transparent, and honest fashion.  On the other hand, the rule by law means that the rulers use the law to govern the country, and that the law only serves an instrument.
  China’s imperial rule was mired by a lack of institutional checks on corrupt officials and rulers, while western society had been undermined by decay in individual morality and social unity.  Jiang’s synthesis of the rule of law and the rule by virtue appears creative.  The aim is to build a functioning market economy based on an effective yet comprehensive political-social control system.  It has opened up a new direction for constructing China’s political, economic, and social system.

4.3 Nevertheless, Jiang’s new formulations have also confronted enormous problems.   First of all, Jiang has yet to work out an operating ideological system for the Party.  “Three representatives” are merely principles.   It is still vague about what counts for mode of production and especially, what is considered advanced culture.  Second, Jiang needs to reconcile the conflicting social groups he claims the CCP represents:  New wealthy groups, such as entrepreneurs, professionals, and wealthy pop artists, versus impoverished and unemployed workers and peasants. 

4.4 Third, the CCP has yet to make greater efforts at implementing the rule of law, and has yet to achieve an effective mix of the rule by virtue and the rule of law.  So far, the CCP has relied too heavily on periodic political campaigns and ideological control to reduce official corruption.  By focusing on education and moral persuasion, or rule by virtue, these measures have only had limited results.  They cannot substitute for sound institutional arrangements.  The rule of law comprises of close supervision of Party cadres at all levels by the legislators, supervisory agencies and an independent court, a credible media, and a functional separation of the state and market and of the administration and the Party.  These institutional arrangements are necessary for fighting the corruption that has spread widely within the CCP in recent years.  

4.5 Fourth, ideological control cannot substitute for other alternatives that can help promote public moral standards, such as religions and traditional (Confucian) beliefs, as well as professional ethics.  Along with the state and the media, religious groups can cultivate healthy beliefs system, and professional unions can enforce professional codes of conduct.  The CCP, however, fears that these alternatives would eventually challenge the CCP’s ideology and authority, and has been severely restricting them.

4.6 Fifth, Jiang has yet to defend himself from his liberal critiques.  As long as a large number of Party cadres and even high-ranking officials continue to ignore the law and ethics by profiting from their power, proposals by liberals to allow other parties to compete with the CCP for power and forcing the CCP to improve its performance cannot be easily dismissed.  Jiang’s version of Confucian socialism, though emotionally attractive, is difficult to realize.   
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